




Developing plurilingual competences  













Now	 more	 than	 ever	 the	 English	 language	 has	 become	 a	
necessity	 in	 several	 aspects	 of	 our	 life.	 As	 a	 consequence	 of	
globalisation	 and	 the	 need	 of	 an	 international	 and	 intercultural	
communication	 tool	 (Jenkins,	 Cogo,	 and	 Dewey	 2011,	 Cogo	 2012),	
English	has	emerged	as	a	 lingua	 franca	and	English	acquisition	 is	 in	
the	spotlight.	This	research	aims	to	understand	how	English	teaching	
could	 be	 improved	 at	 school.	While	 different	 language	 approaches	
and	methodologies	are	used,	the	mother	tongue	of	the	learner	is	not	
taken	 into	 account	 in	 English	 teaching	 and	 the	 CEFR	 (Common	
European	 Framework	of	 Reference	 for	 Languages)	 is	 still	 used	 as	
guideline,	 not	 only	 in	 Europe	 but	 also	 worldwide	 (Nakatani	 2012).	
We	 live	 in	 a	multilingual	world	where	all	 languages	 are	 in	 constant	
contact	and	identities	are	blurred,	mostly	when	English	has	raised	as	
the	universal	language.	Taking	this	into	account,	our	research	focuses	
on	 a	 plurilingual	 approach	 to	 English	 language	 teaching	 in	 order	 to	
improve	 English	 learning	 in	 primary	 school	 based	 on	 an	
understanding	 of	 languages	 from	 an	 ecological	 point	 of	 view.	 The	
study	 is	 conducted	 in	 five	 primary	 school	 centres,	 in	 3	 different	
countries.	
	





English	 is	 the	 dominant	 language	 of	 the	 21st	 century,	with	 379	
million	native	speakers	(Statista	2019)	and	approximately	1.75	billion	
users,	 which	 represents	 approximately	 a	 quarter	 of	 the	 world’s	
population	(British	2013).	The	British	Council	estimates	that	there	are	
2	billion	people	using	English	in	their	daily	life,	or	at	least	learning	to	
use	 it.	 This	 increase	 in	 English	 language	 speakers	 is	 one	 of	 the	
consequences	 of	 globalisation,	 along	 with	 the	 rapid	 evolution	 of	
technology	 (telephones,	 the	media,	 internet…)	 and	 it	 is	 intrinsically	
linked	to	English	becoming	a	lingua	franca	(ELF).	
Firth	 (1996)	 first	 defined	ELF	 as	 a	 «contact	 language»	between	
people	with	different	mother	tongues	and	who	chose	English	as	their	
foreign	language	of	communication.	However,	most	researchers	now	
believe	 native	 speakers	 should	 be	 included	 in	 the	 ELF	 paradigm	
(Friedrich	 and	 Matsuda	 2010,	 Jenkins,	 Cogo,	 and	 Dewey	 2011,	




565	English	 for	whom	ELF	 is	 also	an	additional	 language,	understanding	
ELF	as	 intercultural	communication.	We	understand	ELF	as	 the	best	
approach	to	English	learning	in	a	multilingual	society	taking	that	the	






Cultural	 and	 linguistic	 diversity,	 multilingualism	 and	 plurilingualism	
are	 among	 the	 key	 values	 of	 Europe,	 however	 the	 guidelines	 for	
English	 teaching	 keep	 having	 a	 monolingual	 approach,	 which	
contradicts	 its	 own	 recommendations	 for	 plurilingualism	 and	
multilingualism.	The	Council	of	Europe	makes	a	distinction	between	
the	 linguistic	diversity	of	a	geographical	region,	which	 is	referred	to	
as	 multilingualism,	 and	 the	 linguistic	 competence	 of	 an	 individual,	
also	 known	 as	 plurilingualism.	 However,	 both	 terms	 are	 usually	
interchanged	 and	 most	 of	 the	 time	 we	 will	 find	 that	 the	 most	
common	 term	is	 multilingualism,	referring	to	 the	 linguistic	 diversity	





also	worldwide.	 It	was	originally	 designed	 to	describe	 the	 language	
learners’	abilities	at	 different	 stages	 of	 their	 learning	 and	 to	 be	
language-neutral,	 so	 it	 could	 be	 applied	 to	 any	 foreign	 language	
learning	situation.	Because	of	its	neutral	nature,	this	framework	does	
not	 take	 into	 account	 the	 different	 mother	 tongues	 the	 learners	
have,	which	 impact	 the	 strengths	 and	weaknesses	of	 each	 student,	
so	 «the	 practice	 of	 applying	 the	 CEFR	 has	 mostly	 neglected	 the	
dimension	 on	 plurilingualism	 and	 plurilingual	 competence»	
(Kalliokoski	2011,	87).	Nevertheless,	plurilingualism	has	now	become	
an	unavoidable	 factor	 to	 take	 into	 account	 in	most	 research	 and	 it	
has	been	introduced	in	the	CEFR.	Plurilingualism	is	presented	in	the	
CEFR	as	a	changing	competence,	 in	which	the	learner’s	resources	 in	
one	 language	or	variety	may	be	very	different	 in	nature	to	those	 in	
another	 (Council	 of	 Europe	 2018),	 However	 the	 monolingual	
immersive	 approach	 to	 foreign	 language	 teaching	 is	 still	
recommended.		
Monolingual	and	plurilingual	approaches	to	foreign	language	acquisition	








L2	 and	 the	 importance	 of	 a	 native	 speaker	 teacher	 in	 the	 English	
classroom.	 In	 fact,	 while	 the	 perception	 in	 some	 countries	 is	
changing,	 in	 many	 others	 the	 non-native	 English	 teachers	 are	 still	
positioned	 as	 deficient	 speakers	 of	 the	 language,	 with	 imperfect	
knowledge	 of	 the	 foreign	 language	 and	 culture	 (Walkinshaw	 and	
Oanh	2014).	Regardless	of	the	nativeness	of	the	teacher,	the	use	of	
the	mother	tongue	in	the	classroom	has	been	very	controversial	for	
decades.	 From	 Selinker’s	 (1972)	 definition	 and	 understanding	 of	




language	 (L1)	 influenced	 the	 second	 language	 (L2)	 learning	
negatively.	As	Selinker,	many	 researchers	 supported	 this	view	of	L1	









the	plurilingual	 competences	of	 the	 students	 to	use	 languages	as	 a	
strategic	 competence.	 The	 Council	 of	 Europe	 refers	 to	 this	
competence	 as	 the	 repertoire	 of	 resources	 which	 the	 students	
acquire	 in	 all	 the	 languages	 they	 know	 or	 have	 learned,	 and	 the	




Despite	 plurilingualism	 being	 recommended	 by	 the	 Council	 of	
Europe	 and	 by	 linguistic	 specialists,	 the	 common	 belief	 of	 the	
English-only	 classroom	 still	 prevails	 in	 teachers	 and	 parents	 of	
students.	Europe	has	been	promoting	linguistic	diversity	and	general	
guidelines	 on	 plurilingualism	 without	 real	 application,	 which	 has	
resulted	 in	 confusion	 and	programmes	 that	 claim	 to	be	plurilingual	
but	 in	 which	 a	 plurilingual	 approach	 is	 still	 lacking,	 as	 it	 can	 be	
observed	in	the	Plurilingual	Plan	in	the	Valencian	Region.	
The	 Plurilingual	 Plan	 is	 a	 new	 program	 that	 has	 been	
implemented	in	the	past	couple	of	years	in	the	Valencian	Region	and	
involves	the	division	of	subjects	by	language	so	that	the	students	are	




567	and	 English.	 The	 goal	 of	 this	 program	 is	 to	 maximise	 the	
communicative	 competence	 in	 different	 languages	 by	 creating	
contexts	 in	which	 those	 languages	 are	 to	 be	 used.	 However,	while	
this	program	focuses	on	increasing	the	opportunities	to	use	a	certain	
language,	 it	 is	still	 focused	on	a	monolingual	approach	since	 it	does	
not	allow	more	than	one	language	to	be	used	in	a	specific	setting	and	




Our	 research	 aims	 to	 describe	 how	 the	 English	 language	 is	
spreading	 in	 our	 multilingual	 reality	 and	 analyse	 how	 the	 current	
language	policies	and	guidelines	are	implemented.	At	the	same	time,	
we	 propose	 a	 plurilingual	 approach	 that	 is	 tested	 in	 different	
countries	with	 the	 purpose	 of	 demonstrating	 how	 English	 teaching	
could	 be	 improved	 taking	 into	 account	 the	 mother	 tongue	 of	 the	
students	 and	 using	 an	 ecological	 linguistic	 approach,	 so	 English	 is	
learnt	as	a	communicative	tool	and	not	an	identification	instrument	
that	devalues	different	cultures	and	languages.	
The	 ecology	 of	 language	 is	 a	 metaphor	 first	 used	 by	 Haugen	
(1972)	 to	 describe	 the	 relationships	 among	 the	 diverse	 forms	 of	
language	 in	the	world	and	the	groups	of	people	who	use	them.	We	
will	use	 this	concept	as	part	of	 the	approach	we	propose,	 that	 is,	a	
plurilingual	approach	that	values	each	language	for	the	learning	of	a	
subsequent	 language.	 We	 consider	 essential	 that	 students	 gain	
knowledge	 and	 understanding	 of	 different	 languages	 so	 that	 they	
develop	 social	 and	 intercultural	 understanding,	 but	 in	 order	 to	
achieve	this,	plurilingualism	needs	to	be	promoted	in	the	classroom.	
Despite	the	different	views	on	cross-linguistic	 influence,	 it	has	been	
demonstrated	 that	 the	 interaction	 among	 language	 systems	 in	 a	
plurilingual	speaker	develops	a	high	level	of	awareness	of	languages	
(Jessner	 2006).	 In	 our	 international	 study	 we	 aim	 to	 demonstrate	
how	 the	 interaction	 of	 languages	 facilitates	 the	 learning	 in	 a	
subsequent	language.	
To	put	simply,	our	research	objectives	are	as	follows:	
• Comparing	 how	 the	 mother	 tongue	 influences	 English	
learning	 differently	 in	 each	 country	 (Norway,	 China	 and	
Spain	participate	in	this	research).	
• Arguing	 that,	 if	 the	 mother	 tongue	 influences	 learning	
English,	 the	 teaching	 methodology	 should	 be	 adapted	
accordingly.	
• Demonstrating	 that	 a	 plurilingual	 approach	 is	 always	




568	• Demonstrating	 that	 using	 an	 ecological	 linguistic	
approach	while	learning	English	will	provide	the	students	
with	 the	 understanding	 of	 English	 as	 an	 international	
communication	tool	separate	to	the	value	of	the	mother	
tongue	a	an	identification	tool.	In	Seidlhofer’s	words,	we	
need	 to	 change	 the	 monolingual	 view	 of	 English	 as	 a	
property	of	its	native	speakers	«to	the	recognition	of	ELF	
as	 an	 appropriated	 communicative	 resource,	 its	 use	
characterized	by	continuous	negotiation	of	meaning	and	
linguistic	adaptation	and	plurality».	
In	 order	 to	 meet	 our	 objectives,	 we	 are	 carrying	 out	 an	
international	 study	 that	 includes	 speakers	 of	 a	 roman	 language	
(Spanish),	 Scandinavian	 language	 (Norwegian),	 and	 Asian	 language	




Five	 centres	 participate	 in	 this	 study:	 three	 in	 the	 Valencian	




we	have	 in	 the	Valencian	Region.	 This	 issue	will	 be	 included	 in	 the	
limitations	of	our	study.		
In	 terms	of	participants,	we	 focused	on	 the	6th	 year	of	Primary	
School	 and	 the	groups	 include	between	20	and	30	 students	 (this	 is	
specified	 in	 each	 segment	of	 the	experiment).	As	 for	methodology,	
we	use	experimental	research	along	with	survey,	so	we	use	a	mix	of	





• 2018	 to	 2019	 -	 Full	 study	 on	 the	 three	 countries	
participating	in	the	study,	questionnaires	to	the	students	
and	analysis	of	all	obtained	results.	
All	 the	 results	 will	 be	 analysed	 within	 the	 current	 frameworks	
and	 guidelines,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 countries	 linguistic	 and	 education	
policies.	We	will	also	compare	the	different	policies	between	Europe	
and	Asia	(ASEAN+3	countries1).	
In	 2017	 we	 carried	 out	 the	 pilot	 study,	 for	 which	 we	 used	 a	
monolingual	 approach	 in	 the	 control	 group	 and	 a	 plurilingual	
																																																						







participating	 from	 Spain	 and	 the	 centre	 participating	 in	 Norway.	
Before	carrying	out	 the	 study	we	 interviewed	 the	 teachers	 to	 learn	
about	 the	 students’	 background,	 their	 general	 behaviour	 and	 the	
style	 used	 in	 the	 classroom.	 Afterwards,	 we	 chose	 a	 topic	 and	
grammar	 concept	 that	 coincided	 in	 both	 books	 (Norwegian	 and	
Spanish)	and	the	students	had	not	yet	studied,	which	in	this	case	was	
the	 past	 continuous.	 For	 the	 monolingual	 approach	 we	 used	 only	
English	for	instruction,	explanation	and	communication.	On	the	other	
hand,	 for	 the	 plurilingual	 approach	we	 used	 the	mother	 tongue	 of	
the	students	when	needed	for	instruction	and	we	compared	English	
and	 the	 mother	 tongue	 when	 explaining	 grammar	 concepts	 (in	
Norway	we	received	help	of	the	Norwegian	teacher	in	the	classroom	
for	 this	 purpose).	 After	 this	 we	 examined	 the	 students	 using	
exercises	 based	 on	 the	 new	 concepts	 and	 grammar	 learnt.	 The	
exercises	used	as	a	test	included	three	activities:	fill	the	gaps	activity	
(comprehension-production),	 identification	 of	 concept	 in	 a	 reading	
activity	 (comprehension)	 and	 creation	 of	 sentences	 using	 the	
concept	 explained	 in	 class	 (production).	 In	 both	 countries	 we	








Based	 on	 this	 first	 process,	 we	 realised	 that	 it	 would	 be	 very	
interesting	 to	 include	 an	 oral	 part	 of	 the	 activity	 and	 analyse	 the	
plurilingual	 competence	 in	 speaking	 as	 well	 as	 writing.	 For	 this	
reason,	in	the	main	study	we	modified	the	approach	as	follows:	
• Two	 sessions	 are	 held	 in	 each	 group	 (control	 and	
experimental	group	per	centre).	
• In	 the	 first	 session,	 a	 new	 concept	 is	 explained	 and	
practised.	At	the	end	of	the	class	the	students	do	the	test	
about	the	specific	subject	(as	with	the	previous	pilot	test,	
in	 one	 class	 we	 use	 a	 plurilingual	 approach	 and	
monolingual	in	the	other).	
• In	 the	 second	 class	we	 review	 the	 concept	 explained	 in	
the	first	class	and	record	the	audio	of	the	whole	class.	A	
role	play	activity	is	carried	out	in	couples.	
• This	 time	 the	 concept	 and	 unit	 chosen	 to	 be	 explained	
and	 used	 in	 the	 test	 were:	 the	 imperative,	 giving	 and	




570	• After	 the	 activities,	 students	were	 requested	 to	 fill	 in	 a	
questionnaire	 to	 gather	 information	 about	 their	
backgrounds	 and	 their	 affective	 filters	 when	 learning	
English.		
In	 terms	 of	 the	 activities	 to	 be	 analysed	 in	 this	 study,	 we	







the	grandparent	but	he/she	does	not	 speak	English,	 so	 the	 student	
acting	 as	 him/herself	 will	 intervene.	 This	 activity	 is	 done	 in	 both	
experimental	and	control	groups,	however	in	the	experimental	group	
the	student	is	allowed	to	use	a	little	Spanish	if	they	get	stuck	(up	to	3	
words).	 The	 specific	 situation	of	 this	 role	 play	 is	 purposeful,	 so	 the	
foreigner	 is	 in	 this	 case	 a	 German	 speaker,	 so	 she	 does	 not	 use	
English	only.	 The	 reason	 for	 this	 is	 to	 show	 that	 it	 is	 okay	 to	use	 a	
different	 language	 to	 express	 yourself	 if	 the	 English	 terminology	 is	
not	 readily	 available	 and	 also	 to	 see	 that	we	 can	 draw	 from	 other	
languages	 to	 understand	 other	 languages	 (similarities	 between	
languages).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 by	 bringing	 a	 guardian	 figure	
(grandparent/parent)	 and	 actually	 using	 language	 to	 help	 them	
motivates	 the	 students,	 gives	 them	 a	 sense	 of	 autonomy	 and	
relevance.	This	fact	is	also	then	tested	after	the	activity	by	asking	the	
students	 about	 what	 they	 would	 do	 in	 this	 situation.	 In	 the	
experimental	group,	the	students	are	allowed	to	use	a	 little	of	their	
mother	tongue	to	show	them	that	is	better	to	say	something	in	their	
mother	 tongue	 than	 getting	 stuck	 or	 being	 scared	 of	 saying	
something	wrong.	By	audio	recording	this,	we	analyse	if	the	fluency	









During	 the	 pilot	 test	we	 achieved	better	 results	 in	 all	 activities	














parents	 in	 the	 Norwegian	 school	 believed	 both	 Norwegian	 and	
English	should	be	used	in	the	classroom.	We	found	this	 information	




the	 first	 results	 obtained	 in	 the	 two	 schools	 already	 tested,	 we	
expect	students	to	achieve	better	results	in	the	activities	when	both	
English	 and	 their	 mother	 tongue	 are	 used	 in	 the	 classroom.	 We	
further	expect	students	to	be	more	confident	in	English	when	the	use	
of	 their	 mother	 tongue	 when	 needed	 is	 not	 punished,	 as	 per	 the	
results	on	the	first	schools,	and	we	believe	the	role	play	activity	will	






the	 L1	 is	 deeply	 involved	 in	 subsequent	 language	 learning	and	 that	
fostering	plurilingual	competences	will	 teach	the	students	to	use	L1	
in	a	strategic	way	to	navigate	the	voids	in	L2	knowledge	and	progress	
in	 it	 accordingly.	 In	 this	 way,	 teaching	 all	 languages	 as	 part	 of	 a	
communication	 system	 would	 develop	 strategic	 competences	 that	
would	 facilitate	 learning	 in	 any	 language.	 Also,	 by	 teaching	 English	
from	an	ecological	perspective	in	which	English	is	not	associated	with	
prestige	 but	 with	 international	 and	 intercultural	 communication	






572	It	 is	 important	 to	 note,	 as	 part	 of	 our	 limitations,	 that	 all	
variables	 in	 this	 international	 study	need	 to	be	considered	 in	 terms	
of:	mother	 tongue,	 socio-economic	 background,	 bilingualism	of	 the	
students,	 rural	 vs.	 urban	 area,	 and	 tutoring	 outside	 school.	 Also,	
further	testing	(from	a	longitudinal	perspective)	would	be	needed	to	
check	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 long-term	 application	 of	 a	 plurilingual	
approach.	 Nevertheless,	 this	 study	 significant	 in	 promoting	 and	
examining	the	concept	of	plurilingual	competence	as	established	by	
the	 Council	 of	 Europe,	 which	 is	 believed	 to	 be	 necessary	 to	
accompany	linguistic	policies	(Coste,	Moore,	and	Zarate	2009).		
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